Attention as a characteristic of nonclinical dissociation: an event-related potential study.
Individual differences in dissociative style (which is generally considered a risk factor for dissociative pathology) were studied in a nonclinical sample. It was hypothesized that high-dissociative participants would show enhanced attentional abilities toward both relevant and irrelevant stimulus features. In the experiment, threatening and affectively neutral words were classified on their affective valence and the presence of the letter A. To facilitate the full deployment of dissociative abilities, a feature (i.e., negative valence) was included that would automatically attract attention but not interfere with the processing of the central feature. Both the behavioral measures (i.e., reaction time) and the central neural measures (i.e., event-related potentials) showed that the ability to direct attention to the central feature was enhanced in the high dissociators. The high dissociators, moreover, showed evidence of directing attention to both affective valence and the letter A in the letter detection task. It is concluded that dissociative style does not correspond to a damaged or disturbed function but to an enhanced ability to direct and divide attention.